Spatial bridges and the spread of Chlamydia: the case of a county in Sweden.
The so-called small-world effect can have a great impact on efforts to control the incidence and prevalence of sexually transmitted infections. This is because a small number of so-called spatial bridgers (individuals who, through sexual contacts, interconnect geographically distant areas) can drastically lower the average path length in the sexual network and, as a result, make locally based intervention programs much less effective. The objectives of this study were to analyze the sociodemographic characteristics of these bridgers and to compare the result with the remaining study population. The purpose was to determine whether it is possible to identify them for targeted intervention programs. During 2001, contact tracing was performed in approximately 98% of all cases with positive test results in Värmland County. The sexual networks obtained constituted a study population of 851 individuals. Statistical analysis was used to characterize individuals engaged in spatial bridging behavior. Approximately 8% of the study population was characterized as spatial bridgers. Using multivariate analysis, we found almost no significant differences between these individuals and the rest of the study population when it came to sociodemographic variables, including education, economy, and ethnicity. The number of spatial bridgers is high enough to create a small-world network with links that can fuel the endemic chlamydia in Värmland County. Sociodemographic information could not be used to characterize spatial bridgers. In interventions against chlamydia, spatial bridgers shall be considered as potentially important for sustaining the disease.